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North American, European and Australian debates on the concepts of social 
exclusion and social inclusion have tended to address a Durkheimian argument that 
socially excluded sections of the community should be re-integrated into the social 
mainstream in the interests of social harmony.  Durkheimian social inclusion has 
similarities with Putnam’s conception of social capital, which has received attention in 
Australia since Eva Cox’s 1995 Boyer lecture.  In Bowling Alone and other works, 
Putnam equates civic engagement and reciprocal social networks with socially 
inclusive societies.  This relationship has been appropriated by governments around 
the globe to justify “social integrationist” policies, of which the Federal Government’s 
Mutual Obligation agenda is a case in point.  This paper argues that the virtuous 
relationship between social capital and social inclusion is contestable.  Results from 
the University of Adelaide’s 2005 Northern Adelaide Social Inclusion Survey are 
critically assessed to address the nature of the relationship between social exclusion, 
social inclusion and social capital and the implications for social change.  It is argued 
that in some communities indicators of civic engagement, social cohesion and social 
capital co-exist with indicators of social exclusion.  Attention is drawn to Bourdieu’s 
discussion of the mediating role of the quality of social networks in reproducing social 








This paper examines the relationship between social capital and social inclusion in 
the context of regional Australia.  The literature on social inclusion and social capital 
is reviewed in terms of the international debate and the appropriation of the language 
and concepts of social inclusion and social capital by government.   
 
Governments in Britain the US and Australia have justified new social policies which 
seek to increase social participation as a panacea for social problems by recourse to 
Durkheimian appeals to social cohesion.  In these discourses, social participation 
creates social capital, which is held to address social exclusion by providing a bridge 
of social networks over which the excluded can cross from poverty to affluence.  
 
The supposed virtuous relationship between social capital and social inclusion is 
examined by drawing on data from the Northern Adelaide Social Inclusion Survey 
2005.  Northern Adelaide encompasses the cities of Gawler, Playford and Salisbury 
and the surrounding districts.  In February and March 2005 the South Australian 
Department of Health in partnership with the Australian Institute for Social Research 
at the University of Adelaide surveyed 2000 residents of Northern Adelaide on 
matters pertaining to social inclusion and social capital.  Respondents were asked 
questions about their social networks, their participation in community activities, their 
socio-economic status and other questions on indicators of social inclusion and 
exclusion. 
 
Social inclusion and social capital  
 
In the late 1980s, the term “social inclusion” began to appear in policy debates in 
reference to overcoming the issue of social exclusion. The European Commission 
first made reference to the term “social exclusion” in its third pan-European poverty 
programme issued in 1988.  In this discourse poverty was no longer to be seen just 
as economic deprivation but part of a pattern of social disadvantage, which was 
termed “social exclusion”.   The latter term had its origins in Durkheimian notions of 
social solidarity (Levitas 1996).  
 
In France in particular, the social exclusion debate was based on a perceived social 
need for “cohesion” and the duty of “solidarity” (Levitas 1998, 1996).  The emerging 
social exclusion paradigm required the re-assimilation of those who had deviated 
from the social norm in some way. 
 
The concept of social exclusion entered British public policy debates somewhat later 
under Tony Blair’s post-1997 New Labour governments, which sought to substitute 
Labour’s traditional concern with addressing poverty and inequality with policies to 
tackle social exclusion. Previous Labour Governments in Britain had pursued policies 
based on an understanding of poverty as multi-faceted, involving income, housing 
and health and driven by the processes of an economy based on capital 
accumulation.  This understanding required the redistribution of resources from the 
well off to the poor to address poverty.  However, Levitas (1998) suggests “New 
Labour” under Blair understands social disadvantage as a process of moral hazard, 
which removes the necessity for a commitment to redistributive justice. As Levitas 
puts it, under New Labour: 
 
Exclusion is understood as the breakdown of the structural, cultural and moral ties 
which bind the individual to society, and family instability is a key concern’ (Levitas, 
1998: 21). 
 
The European social exclusion discourse of the 1980s and 1990s had parallels in the 
USA.  Part of the project of the so called “New Right” was propagating the thesis of a 
moral underclass to explain the persistence of poverty despite the “unleashing of 
market forces” under the stewardship of President Reagan and George Bush senior.  
Reagan and Bush discontinued many of the relatively modest US welfare programs 
instituted in the 1960s by the Kennedy and Johnson administrations.  The New Right 
advanced the claim that welfare recipients suffered from a “culture of dependency”.  
For example, Murray (1984: 23) refers to a malaise among the poor  “whose values 
are contaminating the life of entire neighbourhoods” expressed through their rejection 
of work and family ethics.  In this sense the New Right reframed the issue of poverty 
as a cultural phenomenon rather than one of structural inequality.   
 
Levitas (1998) and Silver (1994) suggest these changing discourses on social justice 
and social exclusion can be conceived of as three distinct typologies. 
 
The first typology is a redistributive, egalitarian discourse based on social rights and 
citizenship and firmly associated with the social policies pursued by most Western 
countries prior to the 1980s.  It positions social exclusion as the result of the 
domination of power by certain privileged groups in society who because of their 
power enjoy a disproportionate share of the national wealth.  For social exclusion to 
be reduced it is necessary for the state to intervene to redistribute wealth from the 
privileged groups to the less privileged, usually through the formal institutions of a 
welfare state. 
 
The second typology of social exclusion is based on the New Right’s conception of 
an underclass that is culturally distinct from the societal mainstream and heavily 
dependant on welfare.  In this typology the underclass have embraced values of 
“shirking” and “bludging” as a natural consequence of their own rationality.  That is, if 
people are offered welfare benefits for not having work they will make a rational 
choice to not take work.  In this discourse, their predicament is essentially seen as 
caused by their own actions.  Since it is assumed that the condition of the underclass 
is largely their own fault there is little imperative to direct resources to alleviate their 
distress.   
 
The third typology is the social integrationist perspective, which currently dominates 
European Union, Canadian and Australian debates on social exclusion.  The social 
integrationist perspective is influenced by Durkheimian appeals to social solidarity. 
 
According to Durkheim, the disintegration of society into atomized units is prevented 
only by social solidarity arising from shared beliefs, that is, a core belief in certain 
“truths”.  These truths are revitalized and sanctified in industrial societies through 
rituals associated with religion, membership of associations, clubs and unions, the 
formalities of paid work and the education and qualifications necessary to enter 
professions and occupations.  Organic solidarity is held to arise from democratic and 
rational participation in social groups.   Without the bonds of solidarity and the 
meaningfulness provided by ritual, individuals lapse into “anomie” a condition 
characterized by the rejection of society and aggressive anti-social behaviour 
(Durkheim in Giddens 1971, 1972).  Durkheim understood mechanical solidarity to be 
a source of social cohesion based upon the likeness and similarities among 
individuals in a society, and largely dependent on common rituals and routines 
(Durkheim 1933).  He understood organic solidarity to be a form of social inclusion, 




The concept of social capital has a utility that fits well with debates on social 
cohesion, social exclusion and social inclusion .  Social capital has been described 
as “the glue than binds society together” (Serageldin 1996: 196).  Similarly, the 
functionalist sociologist James Coleman (1988: 387) argues that the social capital of 
the community  
 
resides in the functional community, the actual social relationships that exist among 
parents, in the closure exhibited by the structure of relations, and in the parent's 
relations with the institutions of the community. 
 
Harvard political scientist Robert Putnam (1993: 35) defines social capital as “a set of 
horizontal associations among those who have an affect on a community, and these 
can take the form of networks of civic engagement”.  According to Putnam these 
networks lay the groundwork for reciprocity, solidarity and participation, which in turn 
reinforce sentiments of trust in communities and the effectiveness of communications 
between individuals and organizations.  Social capital could be “bonding” in that it 
bound people together and “bridging” in that it conferred resources on individuals 
which could be used to cross social and economic boundaries. 
Putnam’s definition of social capital is based on a model of society built on 
participation and trust in a wide range of civic institutions and associations, which he 
argues are the building blocks of social capital.  As Mayer (2004) indicates, Putnam 
does address the so-called “dark side” of social capital (e.g. represented by the Mafia 
and the Klu Klux Klan) but generally equates high social capital with socially inclusive 
societies.   
Putnam’s conception of social capital was introduced to Australia by Eva Cox in her 
1995 Boyer Lecture on the Australian Broadcasting Commission’s public radio 
network.  In her lecture and subsequent work Cox drew on Putnam’s (1993, 1995, 
2000) discussions of social capital in Italy and the USA.  Her lecture was delivered at 
a time when economic neo-liberalism dominated debates on social and economic 
policy in Australia.  Cox sought to position social capital as a counter argument to the 
neo-liberal critique of society, which argues that society consists of nothing but the 
self-seeking actions of individuals and families.  The success of that project is evident 
in the appropriation of social capital by senior politicians on both sides of politics, 
most notably by the former leader of the Federal Labor Party, Mark Latham and by 
Peter Costello, Treasurer in the ruling Liberal/National Coalition Government in 
Canberra. 
Latham in a series of books, academic publications and policy papers from 1998 
onwards, Latham (1998a, 1998b, 1999, 2000, 2001, 2002, 2004) championed social 
capital as a new way forward for Australian social policy.  Drawing on Tony Blair’s 
New Labour project Latham argued for a “New Politics” which  “needs to reflect the 
politics of conviction, rather than manipulation” (Latham 1999: 30). The politics of 
conviction, according to Latham, is about building social trust in civil society and the 
system of government, which requires the devolution of social policy to the 
community level.   Latham departed from the Australian Parliament after Labor under 
his leadership lost the Federal election held late in 2004.  However, his “New Politics” 
seems to have captured the imagination of his political rival Peter Costello. Costello 
is positioning himself for the role of Prime Minister should the incumbent, John 
Howard retire.  Like Latham, Costello has read Robert Putnam and Francis 
Fukyama’s work on social capital and the importance of trust and reciprocity in 
fostering both civic engagement and economic growth.   
Costello (2003, 2001) believes that government has a role in fostering community 
capacity and like Latham sees this as a means of reducing “passive welfare” by 
encouraging disadvantaged communities to look after themselves rather than relying 
on state assistance.  Costello likewise believes that “welfare dependency” is the 
result of “passive welfare” and can be reduced by building social capital through 
mutual obligation schemes.   In Costello’s view, the poor are poor not because they 
face structural disadvantage or lack physical resources but because they have 
personal and social deficits, which can be addressed by improving their social capital 
through mutual obligation and similar programs. 
 
The underlying assumptions behind these arguments, that people in high need are in 
danger of moral hazard from their inherent selfishness and have social capital 
deficits, which cause them to be socially excluded, are held to be self evident by 
Costello, Latham and other proponents of this project and are rarely given any 
scrutiny.  Instead a circular argument is advanced in which the poor must be poor 
because they lack social networks.  This argument rules out consideration of the 
complicity of other forms of capital or structural forces in the reproduction of poverty.  
Discussion of any need to address structural inequity is also removed from the 
equation too.  Thus the debate is reduced to which sticks and carrots will best 
produce behavioural change in members of high need communities. 
 
Portes (1998) points out that arguments that conflate the outcomes acquired with 
social capital itself tend to lapse into tautology. Portes points to Bourdieu’s (1985) 
work on social capital as an example of a non-tautological study that clearly 
separates the resources acquired from social capital from the concept itself. 
 
Bourdieu argues social capital is not only dynamic and creative but a structured 
phenomenon.  Bourdieu draws on Marx’s (1893, 2004) discussions of aggregate 
social capital in Capital (Volume 2) to loosely define social capital as the aggregate of 
the resources of institutionalised relationships between groups and classes.  Marx 
saw aggregate social capital as a process by which groups of capitalists came to see 
themselves as a class through mutual interaction, a process similar to social labour 
by which workers came together as a class through bounded solidarity.  Bourdieu 
describes social capital as 
 
The aggregate of the actual or potential resources that are linked to possession of a 
durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance 
or recognition (Bourdieu 1985: 248) 
 
He understands social capital to be a process of deliberately constructing sociability 
in order to acquire the benefits of being part of a group.  That is, social networks are 
not a natural given and must be constructed through investment strategies, which are 
grounded in the institutionalization of group relations.  The latter are useable as a 
source of other benefits. Bourdieu (1985) indicates that social capital is comprised of 
two elements: 
 
1. The social relationship that enables individuals to gain access to resources 
possessed by their associates. 
2. The amount and quality of those resources. 
 
It is the association between these two elements and accumulated human capital 
that gives access to economic resources.  Through social capital actors can gain 
access to loans, investment tips, protected markets etc. and can increase their 
cultural capital through contacts with experts, or can join institutions that can bestow 
valuable credentials (e.g. business clubs, associations, unions, etc.).  However, 
Bourdieu (1985) is clear that acquiring social capital requires a deliberate investment 
in both economic and cultural resources.  This suggests that individuals without the 
initial resources to make this investment might have difficulty building what Putnam 
refers to as “bridging” social capital.  That is, individuals without initial resources may 
well be able to develop social relationships which enable them to gain access to 
resources possessed by their associates but if the amount and quality of those 
resources is not great then their “investment strategy” may fail to reap rewards.  For 
example, if individuals who lack social, economic and cultural capital in a given 
community (which may be a site of social exclusion) engage in strong social capital 
building relationships with other individuals within the same community with the same 
capacities as themselves. the social capital obtained from this investment strategy 
might have a limited payoff.   
 
In this sense the recent work of Arthurson (2002) is interesting.  Arthurson (2002) is 
an ethnographic study of the impact on the residents of Australian public housing 
estates of urban regeneration programs designed to improve the “social mix”.  These 
programs involve the selling of sections of public housing estates to private 
developers who typically demolish the existing homes and replace them with new 
houses which are sold to new home buyers.  Such programs are held to improve the 
“social mix” by bringing middle class, home owning families to public housing estates, 
which are often locations characterized by poverty and social exclusion.  The new 
middle class residents, it is believed, will foster social cohesion and form virtuous 
social networks with the older residents of these neighbourhoods.  But Arthurson’s 
research suggests that the public housing communities she studied exhibited high 
social cohesion and social capital before the arrival of the newcomers.  In such 
communities, civic engagement, social cohesion and social capital co-existed with 
inequity and social exclusion.  The introduction of  “social mix” programs tended to 
disrupt the existing networks of the older residents who had little in common with the 
newcomers.   
 
Such research suggests that the supposed virtuous nature of the relationship 
between social capital and social inclusion might be contestable.  That is, in some 
disadvantaged communities indicators of high social capital might co-exist with 
indicators of social exclusion.   
 
Purpose of the study 
 
This study examined the relationship between social capital and social inclusion by 
addressing the question: 
 




Data from Northern Adelaide Social Inclusion Survey (NASIS 2005) was analysed to 
address the nature of the relationship between social capital and social inclusion, and 
to answer the research question.   
NASIS 2005 was held in February and March 2005 asked residents of the cities of 
Gawler, Playford and Salisbury in South Australia questions on their social 
relationships and on the amount and quality of the resources they obtained from 
these relationships.  NASIS surveyed 2000 people over the age of 16 who were 
selected at random from the electronic white pages.  The survey instrument was 
designed by the Australian Institute for Social Research at the University of Adelaide.  
Piloting and delivery of the survey was managed by the South Australian Department 
of Health’s Population Research and Outcomes Unit using a CATI methodology.  The 
survey achieved a 64% response rate.  Results were weighted against census data 
for age, gender and income.  Respondents were also asked to identify the postcode 
of the suburb in which they lived to allow responses to be sorted by geographic area.   
Three indexes were constructed to provide indicators of informal social networks, 
participation in communities of interest and social inclusion derived from a paper by 
Wilson (2006, forthcoming).   
Results 
Although Northern Adelaide is regarded as an area of high social need it includes 
areas which have relatively high social economic status.  Among these are the “Hills 
Face” suburbs located in the pleasant foothills of the Mt Lofty Ranges, and adjacent 
country towns close to the Barossa wine growing district.  The region also includes 
the “Peachey Belt”, which consists of socially disadvantaged suburbs with high 
concentrations of public housing arranged along Peachey Road to the west of the 
City of Playford.   In NASIS 2005, 48% of respondents in the Peachey Belt reported 
that their approximate earnings before tax were less than $300 per week compared 
with 34% in the Hills Face suburbs and 31% in the adjacent country towns.  Scores 
on the three indexes were examined for respondents from a Hills Face suburb, an 
adjacent country town and a Peachey Belt suburb. 
 
An indicator of informal social networks 
An informal social networks index was designed as a tool to examine the proportion 
of informal material support respondents received from friends, neighbours, relatives 
and work colleagues.  Respondents were given scores if in the last year they had 
given and received one or more forms of help in the form of: 
 
• Help with odd jobs 
• Lent or given household items or equipment 
• Provided with food 
• Had their children or another member of their family cared for 
• Assisted with shopping 
• Provided with transport 
• Lent or given money 
• Had their house looked after while they were away 
 
Respondents were also given a score for the frequency with which they were 
assisted by the person who helped them the most in the last year representing the 
proportion who had received help a few times a month or more. 
 




a few times a month 
or more (%) 
Proportion receiving
Assistance (%) 
Proportion receiving help 
a few times a month 
or more (%) 
Country Town 80 68 51 
Hills Face 90 86 49 
Peachey Belt  92 83 57 
 
Respondents from the Peachey Belt (90%) were more likely to assist their 
neighbours and friends with household tasks than respondents from the country town 
or the Hills Face suburb.  In the affluent country town only 68% of respondents 
indicated they had received informal assistance from their friends, neighbours, 
relatives and work colleagues in the last year compared with 86% and 83% of 
respondents from the less affluent Hills Face and the socially disadvantaged 
Peachey Belt suburbs.  However, it was the Peachey Belt respondents who scored 
best in terms of the frequency with which they received help from friends, 
neighbours, relatives and work colleagues.  This data suggests that far from lacking 
in social networks, residents of the Peachey Belt tended to assist their friends and 
neighbours more frequently with neighbourly activities than those in the affluent 
country town.   
 
 
An indicator of participation in communities of interest 
A community of interest index was devised to indicate participation in clubs and 
societies and the amount and quality of the networks derived from this participation.  
Respondents were given a score if they participated in one or more of the following 
groups of clubs and societies: 
• A union or professional association 
• A political party or group 
• A sports or recreational group 
• A cultural group 
• A religious affiliated group 
• A school or student group 
• A services club or fraternal association 
• Other clubs or societies 
 
Respondents were also given a score for the frequency with which they met with their 
group and for having regular contact with one or more members of the group outside 
of group meetings.  The proportion of respondents who were in contact through their 
group with persons in “occupations of power” was also assessed.  The latter were 
people in the following occupations: 
 
• Own their own company 
• Senior manager in a firm, business or organisation 
• Senior person in a government department 
• Employed in a professional occupation 
• Federal or State politician 
• Local Councillor 
• Union official 
• Religious leader 
 
Table 2 Community of Interest Index  
 
 
Proportion in  
a club  
or society (%) 
Proportion meet  
group  
a few times 
 month or more (%)










Country Town 69 91 84 44 
Hills Face 63 68 74 44 
Peachey Belt 56 69 70 28 
 
Respondents from the Peachey Belt were less likely to take part in clubs and 
societies than respondents from the Hills Face and considerably less so than 
respondents from the affluent country town.  Peachey Belt respondents also met with 
their group less frequently than respondents from the Hills Face and much less so 
than those from the country town. They were also less likely to have contact with 
group members outside of group meetings and less likely to have contact with people 
in occupations of power.   Whereas 44% of respondents in the country town and the 
Hills Face had contact through their membership of clubs and societies with people in 
occupations of power only 28% of respondents from the Peachey Belt had such 
contact. 
 
These findings suggest that while Peachey Belt respondents were likely to have 
formed strong social networks through informal social capital building processes they 
were relatively less likely to have formed such relationships through formal 
associations.  Moreover the amount and quality of the relationships they formed 
through formal associations were relatively less than respondents from more affluent 
parts of Northern Adelaide.   
 
An indicator of social inclusion 
 
The social inclusion index gave indications of: 
 
• Community togetherness and closeness 
• Whether differences in characteristics between people living in the same 
community in terms of wealth, income, social status, ethnic background and 
age were perceived to cause problems. 
 
The proportion of respondents who agreed with the statements “most people I know 
feel part of this community” and “I feel part of this community” were taken as 
indicators of community togetherness and closeness.  The average scores on three 
questions which asked respondents whether differences in wealth and social status, 
ethnicity and culture and between young and old caused problems were used to 
assess tolerance of difference.  These scores indicate the average proportion of 
respondents who felt differences caused problems. 
 
Table 3 Social Inclusion Index 
 
 
Most people I know feel 
they are part of this 
community (% agree) 
I feel part of this 
community (% agree) 
Mean score tolerance of 
difference questions (%)
Country Town 88 84 31 
Hills Face 72 83 33 
Peachey Belt 64 73 29 
 
Respondents from the Peachey Belt were less likely than respondents from the Hills 
Face or the country town to indicate that they felt included in their community and 
less likely to indicate that others in their community felt they same way.  However,  




The data from NASIS 2005 casts doubt on Putnam’s equation of social capital with 
social inclusion, with implications for the “Mutual Obligation” strategies pursued by 
the Commonwealth as part of its welfare reform agenda.  Social capital by itself does 
not seem to necessarily confer social inclusion.  Respondents to NASIS 2005 from 
the Peachey Belt, an area challenged by socio-economic disadvantage, appeared to 
be actively engaged in dense horizontal associations with their friends, neighbours, 
relatives and work colleagues.  These associations involved regularly giving and 
receiving help with household tasks, giving and receiving care and other neighbourly 
activities which were likely to produce strong social networks and confer social 
capital.  Peachey Belt respondents were more likely to engage in these activities than 
respondents from the more affluent Hills Face and the country town.  Indeed there 
appeared to be an inverse relationship between affluence and participation in 
informal neighbourly activities.   
 
On the other hand respondents from the more affluent suburbs were more likely to be 
members of clubs and societies than respondents from the Peachey Belt and far 
more likely to be in contact with people in occupations of power.  Respondents from 
the country town were most likely to meet frequently with persons from their clubs 
and societies outside of club meeting times.  These respondents, like their 
colleagues from the Hills Face were also more likely to feel included in their 
communities and view their own communities as inclusive places than respondents 
from the Peachey Belt, albeit the latter were more tolerant of difference in their 
community. 
 
These findings accord with Arthurson’s (2002) study of social cohesion in Australian 
public housing estates.  Respondents from the Peachey Belt appeared to have 
cohesive social networks as expressed in the high proportion of material support they 
gave and received from their friends and neighbours.  Moreover this group displayed 
a high cultural tolerance of difference.  Whilst clearly not lacking in social capital just 
under half of the residents of the Peachey Belt who responded to NASIS 2005 were 
earning less than $300 per week. 
 
Bourdieu’s (1985) discussion of the mediating role of the quality of social networks in 
reproducing social exclusion has salience here.   People from socially disadvantaged 
communities might form dense associational networks with people in similar 
situations to themselves through participation in regular acts of giving and reciprocity.  
However, if the quality of the social capital that is derived from these transactions is 
not great then their “investment strategy” may fail to reap rewards.   
 
As Bourdieu suggests, acquiring social capital might require a deliberate investment 
in both economic and cultural resources.  In this sense the social capital derived from 
the intense giving and receiving of care evident in the Peachey Belt might create a 
sense of bounded solidarity with people in similar life circumstances, which might 
bond together people with differing cultural outlooks.  However this by itself might not 
be enough to “bridge” disadvantage.  Unless economic, social and cultural resources 
are available to be deployed in a concerted manner, social capital, by itself, might not 
be enough for a community of individuals to overcome poverty.  In such communities 
indicators of high social capital might co-exist with indicators of social exclusion. 
 
It is evident that the forms of capital embedded in individuals and expressed in 
socialised practises require that more attention should be paid to economic, social 
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